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FILLED WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT Acts 2:1-4, 37-38, 42-47 - a sermon by Mel Williams - Watts Street Baptist Church - 15 May 2005 (Pentecost) 
Pentecost is a day of high celebration, a day of equal significance with Christmas and Easter. This is the day when the Holy Spirit stirred among the people. It was an unsettling, invigorating experience. The people were filled with the Spirit, filled with grace, generosity, and joy. Out of this event the Christian church was born. We are here today, as a church, directly because of what happened at Pentecost. We are wearing red today as a symbol of the fiery energy of the Holy Spirit among us. 
The story of Pentecost is a wild and wonderful story. I don’t know why somebody hasn’t made a full-scale Hollywood movie of this event. It’s spectacular; it’s high drama. It’s an extravaganza. The people are all together in one place. Suddenly there comes a violent wind filling the whole house. Then tongues of fire appear on every person there; they begin to speak in different languages, but they understand in their own language. The people are amazed and astonished. Then Peter gets up and preaches for an hour, and the people are so moved that 3000 people are saved. Out of this ecstatic event, the Christian church is born. Jesus’ disciples and all the people there were shocked and filled with awe! 
This is a wild story. What in the world is happening through all this wind, fire, and speaking in different languages? As with all powerful experiences, we have to sort out what it means. When it happened, the people seemed clear that this event was the in-breaking of the Holy Spirit. When Jesus left this earth, he promised that he would send the Holy Spirit, the continuing presence of God. The Spirit is God’s energy and God’s power, symbolized by wind and fire. At Pentecost Jesus’ promise came true. This variety of people came together in one great community---unity in diversity. And while the Spirit brought unity, it also gave blessing to a great diversity of expression. 
After Pentecost the people met constantly for prayer and worship. They shared their goods with each other. There was not a needy person among them. They cared for one another. They lived peaceably with each other. This was the Beloved Community, with no war or poverty or greed or self-indulgence. It’s a remarkable story of what happens when the Spirit is at work. The Beloved Community happens. The Kingdom, the Kin-dom, of God breaks in for ordinary people. 
Pentecost is the gift of the Spirit. And when the Spirit breaks in on us, get ready. Some unpredictable and unbelievable things start happening. Amazing compassion is released. Amazing energy for change is released. The poor receive good news, the oppressed go free, wars cease. God’s Dream becomes reality. 
But how do we ever get ready for this unpredictable outpouring of the Spirit? Do we dare pray for a new Pentecost today? Do we dare pray “Come, Holy Spirit--- and disrupt our lives”? We prefer familiar routine. We want order and dignity. We want our worship services to be neat and carefully planned. But the Spirit can interrupt us and disrupt our nicely ordered routine and stir us into a new beginning, a new way of thinking and acting. 
There are all kinds of religious expression, and the Pentecostal church is one of the denominations among the spontaneous Christian groups. Their numbers are growing. The Pentecostal church takes its name from Pentecost, this great event when the Spirit was unleashed. I remember as a child going to a Pentecostal church with my parents. Some of our relatives were members of this church. I was about five years old; and this was a long, long time ago, I clearly recall being agog as I watched what happened in that service. 
People were shouting. A few people were standing in the aisles, trembling and shaking. Some of the people fell out on the floor in a kind of holy trembling. I was very young and impressionable. They said it was the Holy Spirit; but looking back on it with some confusion and skepticism, I thought it was rather like a cross between a county fair and an Elvis Presley performance in church. Shake, rattle and roll. It was a little extreme, and I have to confess that some of this unbridled Pentecostal enthusiasm is back there in my family line. So, if I start shouting and doing a Pentecost whirling dervish dance, you’ll know it’s coming from some recessive Pentecostal gene that suddenly got loose in me. 
I am still trying to make sense of Pentecost in a way that clearly speaks to both my mind and my heart. How can we celebrate the enthusiasm of Pentecost, the high energy of the Spirit, while at the same time claiming the gentle, comforting quality of the Spirit? Can we claim the Spirit that comes both as fire (vibrant energy) and as comfort (as still small voice)? 
This week I’ve been searching for a way to affirm both the fire of the Spirit and the still small voice of the Spirit. We in this church know that we are called to do works of justice and compassion. I’m convinced that we cannot be God’s hands and feet unless we are grounded in the energy of the Spirit—the fire and the silence. It helps me to see that Pentecost has both a dramatic side and a softer, gentle side. There is a rousing side and a calm side. 
A few weeks ago I had lunch with one of my college New Testament professors. Back in March he showed up here one Sunday morning, and I looked at him saying “I know you.” He said, “I’m Charles Talbert.” I had not seen him since I graduated from Wake Forest University too many years ago. He told me that he was here at Duke, on a sabbatical, working on a book about the New Testament Letter to the Ephesians. 
Through the miracle of email, we set a date and met for lunch. We talked about various topics; but after we finished eating, I handed to him a print-out of one of my favorite passages from Ephesians: “that Christ may dwell in your hearts….as you are being rooted and grounded in love….that you may have the power to comprehend what is the depth and height and length and breadth….that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” (Ephesians 3:17-19) 
I asked him to help me understand “the fullness of God.” He quickly said that the phrase refers to the Holy Spirit, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit within us. Then we talked about how difficult it is to learn to receive and to be transformed by the Spirit. He said that in Matthew’s Gospel the transformation comes through vision---gazing on the face of Christ until we are formed by that vision. In Paul, he said, the transformation happens through filling---a gradual filling by the Holy Spirit. 
Our Acts 2 Pentecost story says, “They were filled with the Holy Spirit.” They heard and felt the wind. They saw tongues of fire; they started speaking in their own language and understood each other. Some people even said that they must be drunk with new wine.” But others said, “No, it’s only 9 in the morning; most people aren’t intoxicated that early in the morning.” 
Something more was going on. They were filled with the Spirit. It was dramatic. But there was also here a softer side to Pentecost. Can we discover and uncover this softer side? 
As I pondered this question, I remembered what Jesus said to his disciples as part of his “final words.” He said, “I am sending upon you what God has promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.” (Luke 24:49) 
In Acts 1, the chapter before the Pentecost story, the disciples are gathered – Peter, John, James, Andrew, Philip, Thomas, Bartholomew, Matthew, James, Simon, Judas---all these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, along with certain women, including Mary the mother of Jesus.” (Acts 1:13-14) 
Before Pentecost happened, they were praying. As a community, they were praying. Pentecost came shortly after all this praying. Praying preceded Pentecost! The community waited in prayer. “Stay put and pray,” Jesus said. 
I then was reminded of Elijah the prophet. He experienced a kind of mini-Pentecost himself. After running for his life, Elijah receives a message from God, “Go stand on the mountain before the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.” (I Kings 19:11) We remember what happened---great wind, followed by an earthquake, and then a fire. But the Lord was not in any of these spectacular phenomena. After the fire, Elijah heard “a still small voice,” as sound of “sheer silence.” It was through his waiting on the mountain that Elijah found the Spirit, God’s Spirit, filling him. He found the energy to continue his prophetic mission. 
“Stay put and pray.” The way to reach real Pentecost is through praying. The way to pray is to focus on God, to turn the focus away from our own egos. We’re often so full of ourselves that there is little room for the Holy Spirit to dwell in us. How can the Spirit come when we are already filled up, puffed up, with our own agendas? A prayer for Pentecost includes not only “Come, Holy Spirit,” but also a prayer for release, surrender. Help us, God, to let go of anxiety and worry. Release it. Surrender whatever might interfere with our connection to the Spirit. 
In Hawaii the native people used to stay outside the temple before worship. They stayed there to pray and prepare. They wanted to breathe in the Spirit, to breathe the Spirit before they entered their worship space. Then the Protestant missionaries came. They would grab their Bibles and march straight into the sanctuary, speak a lot of words, say Amen, and leave. 
The Hawaiians named these people “Haoles,” which means “without breath.” These were people who did not breathe life into their prayers before they entered worship. (from Madeleine L’Engle, Walking on Water, p. 181) 
The word for Spirit in Hebrew is “ruach,” which means breath and wind. How do we get ready for the unpredictable ruach, Spirit? How do we prepare for our Pentecost today? If we can first empty ourselves and breathe freely, then we make room for the Spirit to fill us. 
Acts 2 says, they were “filled with the Spirit.” They couldn’t be filled until they first emptied themselves and made room for the Spirit to enter. They had to find prayerful practices that helped them get ready for the unpredictable Spirit of God. 
And when the Spirit filled them, amazing things happened. They broke the shackles of poverty. They broke down racial and ethnic barriers. Those who were oppressed were set free. It happened because they got themselves out of the way, and made room to be filled with the Spirit. 
Let’s sing a prayer for Pentecost: Spirit of the living God, fall a-fresh on me Spirit of the living God, fall a-fresh on me. Melt me, mold me, fill me, use me. Spirit of the living God, fall a-fresh on me. 
Amen. 
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